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A MAN WITH A GOLDEN ponytail taught Rudy the most important lesson he ever learned: 
being a good salesman is all about making the customer feel special, like it's all about them, 
when really, it's all about you. 

Rudy had some serious trouble: chunks of data invaded his mind like hundreds of rats entwining 
a nest. He'd heard puberty was the great time of change — maybe this was the beginning. 

Mrs. Anderson stood at the front of the class, reviewing multiplication tables, but all he 

heard 

(pizza at lun) 
(emily 's got herpes) 
(wonder if anyone noti) 

were meaningless words and phrases. And how loud it all was — like a broken radio 
flipped between stations in his head. He constantly plunged his ears with both palms, like a 
swimmer emptying trapped water, hoping to suck the voices free. But aside from some confused 
glances, his plunging did nothing — the 
(hi, kid) 

(wish she 'd ask m) 

(how much longer how mu) 

words came as they pleased and wouldn't go away. 

At lunch, sitting with his best friend Brian, Rudy was too preoccupied to notice his 
classmates watching him. They played a game where they'd call his name and ask some foul 
question, usually involving genitals. 

And Rudy's stomach hurt, like he'd eaten a bad egg. It threatened to retch. Brian thought 
something might be wrong, so he put a comforting hand on Rudy's shoulder. Asked if everything 
was okay. 

What happened next wasn't Rudy's fault — he didn't even know it was Brian's hand. 
Brian's touch galvanized Rudy's senses, aroused each individual nerve, and demolished what 
little protection Rudy had from the voices. A flood of 
(just you) 



(like sandpaper) 

haunting shadows from Rudy's future penetrated his own mind. Rudy saw a man 
breathing hot air into his ear, saw a woman spinning a knife on the tip of her finger. 
( can 't let thi) 

And that's when Rudy's survival instincts awakened his Gift. Caused all his power to 
surge to Brian's hand. 
(won 't let thi) 

Brian screamed. His hand, still adhered to Rudy's unknowing shoulder, was ripping at the 

wrist. 

Chairs scooted away as classmates got up to flee. Other students panicked. Lunch 
monitors hurried to diffuse the situation. 

The injury began like a simple fishing-line accident, slicing through flesh. But Rudy's 
power did not stop until bone became visible. And with the snapping sound of a breaking tree, 
Brian's hand disconnected from his wrist. The hand dropped to the floor, and Rudy's power 
finally cooled, like an overheated car engine. Brian tumbled back, tripped over himself, and 
wailed. 

A lunch monitor tore the sleeve from her shirt and worked to fashion a tourniquet. "Call 
an ambulance!" she yelled, while another lunch monitor held Brian down. 

The school nurse entered the cafeteria carrying a white medical box. She maneuvered 
through the children until she reached Brian, and sat on her knees. Working to disinfect the 
wound, she wondered why his wrist didn't bleed. 

Rudy didn't even see Brian fall over. All he saw were the students collectively 
abandoning the table, right before the passing gym teacher picked him up and threw him over his 
shoulder. And dangling against the gym teacher's back, Rudy saw Brian for the first time, reeling 
in pain. The nurse held the severed hand. 

The sight halted all the intrusive voices, emphasizing a singular thought Rudy had on his 

own: 

/ could sell that hand. 

After the incident, Rudy was suspended from school, but not expelled, much to Brian's 
father's fury. No weapons were found at the scene, the principal explained, so there was no 



conclusive evidence Rudy had done anything. But the other students needed peace of mind. 
Rudy could return in a few weeks. 

But something more happened inside the school that day — something no one saw, not 
even Rudy. The fear that would normally change the students' lives was calmed. At home, 
students kept quiet. The Middleburg Times never heard about a severed hand. In fact, over the 
course of a few days, some students couldn't differentiate that day from the rest. The lunch 
monitor who tied the tourniquet had trouble remembering why the sleeve of her shirt was 
missing. Brian himself found new inventive reasons for his missing hand. 

Word of Rudy's power never left the school. 

Still, the students distanced themselves from Rudy, vaguely aware of why they chose to 
do so. No one talked to him. He became so lonely those strange voices were actually starting to 
sound kind of friendly. In fact, he talked back to them, out loud. What did it matter? No one was 
ever around to hear. 

There was one word that intrigued him. He heard it more than once and had no idea what 
it meant. Whenever it came, without fail, it always sent a shiver down his spine. The word was 
(KLOOM) 

fleeting, escaping the tendrils of his mind before being snared into memory. The word 
was gone before he had any idea what had caused the sudden shiver, leaving a footprint of 
something great looming in his future, like the silhouette of a man standing 
(over a dumpst) 

on a distant hill, promising him the world. 



